D
oes your case study read like it was penned by a troglodyte? Is it dull, boring, and dripping with useless information that even your mother would hate? Would a dispirited lecture be more engaging than one of your case studies with pitiful dialogue? Wait! Don't despair. Help is on the way.
Why not avoid this hazard altogether? Don't use dialogue. Don't even write about people; write about a problem. Write cases that are essays about endangered species, climate change, air pollution, or a patient with an insidious disease. And then ask questions.
But wait again. We know that cases that involve realistic people are better than impersonal problem solving (Anderson & Young, 2012; Herreid, 2017) . Cases with living, breathing humans lead to the greatest learning and are remembered far longer than any essay listing disembodied clinical symptoms or the recitation of CO 2 ppm values in the atmosphere. Any case that involves a child dying in an overheated car will trump an impersonal rendition of global warming any day. But here is the caveat: Cases with characters will beg for dialogue.
Unhappily, realistic wordsmithing doesn't come easily to us academics who have spent a better part of our life leaning how to write stilted, nononsense reports. But suppose one day we want to venture outside of our comfort zone and create a case study-a memorable one-with people talking. All is not lost. A script doctor is needed. Let's turn to those purveyors of literary wizardry, folks who write for a living and survivenovelists, playwrights, and English teachers. Let's dip into their rucksacks and read what they have to say.
The great novelists don't have to tell us, we know it. The best stories have conversation and chit chat. Talk makes a story come alive and adds believability. When authors write dialogue they become personally involved with the story in a way that prose can't quite pull off. Conversation gives characters a chance to participate in the story. To do this well, authors must intimately know the folks that inhabit their literary landscape. Gloria Kempton (2004) says dialogue reveals motives of characters, sets moods, intensifies conflict, creates tension and suspense, and speeds up scenes. She argues forcefully that stories (and that's what cases are fundamentally) should have these three elements: dialogue, action, and narrative to create a three-dimensional feel for the reader. Dialogue makes a passage easier to read and is more visually appealing. Lewis Carol has Alice of Wonderland fame glance at a book her sister was reading and seeing no pictures or illustrations primly announce: "And what is the use of a book without pictures or conversations?" How true.
With all of this going for dialogue, why is it that half of the case studies that are posted on the website of the National Center for Case Study Teaching (NCCSTS; http://science cases.lib.buffalo.edu/cs/) skip dialogue altogether? The answer is that most STEM (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics) faculty who haven't written a story since they left grammar school are wary of appearing as a childish scrivener. Long ago they followed the Biblical admonition found in 1 Corinthian 13:11; when they became an adult they put away childish things.
It's tough to write good dialogue. So many things can go wrong. I used to hate writing it, because it never sounded like a real person would speak the way that I wrote. I was right to be hesitant. Teachers have often told me that they detest the cheesy writing that some cases have. Their solution: They just rewrite the case without the dialogue. There is another remedy. We can improve our skills by learning from the professionals. To help, there are clear guidelines that serious authors and editors have discovered over their sometimes painful careers. Let me touch on ones that seem most relevant to case writing.
Let dialogue move the story.
The first principle is that the dialogue should move the story along without the reader being aware of the author's voice intruding. Anything that disrupts this process is bad. That is hard to do if we make some fundamental mistakes that draw attention to our humble writing.
Get rid of the adjectives and adverbs.
Most editors say to shun them almost completely. This is especially true in writing dialogue. The fault regularly appears in case study writing. Here are a few samples:
The biologist glanced at the data and said grimly, "This is awful."
Get rid of grimly. His language made the point.
Sarah gripped the table and screamed loudly, "You can't operate on my child!"
Can you scream quietly? By using the adverb "loudly," the sentence is actually weakened. Let the dialogue make the point:
Sarah gripped the table and screamed, "You can't operate on my child!"
Here is one more:
The surgeon sliced the carotid neatly, pleased with the lack of blood flow. He looked up at the intern. "You'll never see a cleaner incision than that," he said smilingly.
Aside from the point that it is hard to talk smilingly, the writing immediately shrieks amateur. The adverb is disruptive to the flow and brings cringes to the psyche. If you feel the need to have the physician smile, just say so:
"You'll never see a cleaner incision than that," he said. It was just as well that the surgical mask covered his smile.
The general rule is to get rid of all adverb modifiers. They draw attention to the writing when the purpose of the writing is to keep the author out of the picture, to make him as unobtrusive as possible. Simply saying, she said or he said does the job most neatly. And yes, this may seem boring, but that isn't the point, is it, to keep the author entertained? The purpose of the writing is to deliver the story in a believable way. In spite of what your English teacher might have said, variety in your writing is not always to be cherished. And whenever possible, get rid of he said and she said entirely. It would seem that these verbs are not meddlesome, but as the reader hits the words "Angela observed," "Josh replied," and "continued Ms. Pimpernell," these verbs stand out rather than slide by. Whereas when we use Angelia, Josh, or Ms. Pimpernell said, we pay no attention. The word "said" doesn't rise to the level of our awareness, and we stay immersed in the story; it is an unseen guest. Of course, if you can avoid the use of "he said" or "she said" altogether, you are in the best possible spot. All three of these statements will work. But the last one is generally preferred because it puts the action first. The second one is next in preference, especially if the author wishes to have a little hesitation in the action and a little build in tension.
Avoid using names in your dialogue.
Here is what I mean: No one talks that way. We seldom use the name of the individual that we are speaking to, unless we are a TV host directing questions to a panel of experts trying to control who should answer. Case writers should not do it either, if they wish to appear to be credible authors.
Stop the long speeches.
This is a pitfall for case writers. They often want to deliver a lot of information and data, so they will have one of their characters deliver the goods. This is particularly true for medical stories. The author will sit the patient down in the doctor's office and meet the nurse who dutifully records his or her miseries. When the physician enters the picture, perhaps after some clinical tests and a few questions, she then delivers a diagnosis and treatment suggestions in a 5-minute monologue. It is true that this strategy puts the science into the case, but no reader wants to sit through this, and the only reason that a reader tolerates it is because he or she is an academic captive.
Read the following passage to see how the author, Julia Ormazu, struggles to break up a research director's speech in the NCCSTS case, "Selecting the Perfect Baby: The author is delivering a lot of information, but she is valiantly laboring to break it into chunks. Nonetheless, it is pedantic and patronizing (not an unfamiliar situation when a physician is holding forth), but it does have the feel of a real briefing session. And it is better than a monologue. Editor Sol Stein (2010) has the rule of thumb that if a character speaks any more than three sentences in a row, it is no longer a dialogue but a speech. Try to avoid this.
There is another point to make in this example. Dialogue is not like real speech. It is condensed into the essential points that the author wants to deliver to move the story along. But you don't want to make your talking sound artificial. Following are some hints to help.
Use contractions rather than literate speechifying.
Unless your character is educated and stiff in a formal sort of way, use contractions. Say "wouldn't," "couldn't," "don't," etc., rather than "would not," "could not," and "do not." Check out this exchange: Here is an exchange written by Elmore Leonard (1989) 
Read your dialogue aloud.
If you do, you will find all sorts of flaws. Missing words. Misspellings. Places where you should add an interruption. Breaks in the rhythm and flow. In fact, editors often say you ought to read the entire manuscript over for the same reason.
Good dialogue has balance.
There should be balance between the speeches of the characters and the interruptions that fall between. These interruptions are known as "breaks." If there are too few or no breaks, the reader gets fatigued with the relentless drive of the exchange. If there are too many, the reader will be constantly diverted hearing about how one character or another is twiddling their thumbs or having an inner monologue wondering where they should go shopping.
Avoid jargon.
However, if the jargon fits the character-then by all means use it. But try not to explain it unless it is absolutely necessary. In real conversations, people don't explain terminology. The moment you do so, your voice of a narrator intrudes, and the story fantasy is cracked.
